What's Wrong With Teaching To The Test?

Dave Posner
In California, where I live, and in many other states, the quality of public education-and by extension the competence of its teachers-is being measured by students' scores on standardized achievement tests. The pressure on teachers and administrators to improve these scores is enormous. Up until the recent budgetary crisis in California, teachers in districts whose test scores improved sufficiently (relative to national percentile rankings) were eligible for cash bonuses and extra money for programs. Though these "positive" incentives are gone, most of the "negative" incentives continue. Teachers in schools and districts whose scores fail to improve adequately are branded and subjected to various indignations. Schools that continue to fail to improve may be closed, and districts that continue to fail may be subject to state takeover.
Opponents of this so-called high-stakes testing complain that such intense pressure causes teachers to devote virtually all classroom time and resources to preparing students for the standardized test. This phenomenon is called "teaching to the test." Proponents of high-stakes testing respond that that is exactly as it should be. They argue that the tests measure success in teaching the curriculum and so "teaching to the test" is "teaching to the curriculum." And after all, isn't that what we want teachers to do? I was led to consider this notion while thinking about the accomplishment of a former colleague who recently made a major breakthrough in a famous unsolved problem in mathematics (though he did not arrive at a complete solution). He has been working on this and related problems for more than 25 years, and some of these problems have been under attack for more than a century. I wondered whether the skills and mental processes necessary to attack problems of this magnitude where qualitatively different from those required to solve more routine problems or whether the intellectual requirements were essentially the same but applied over a much longer period.
The kinds of problems that can appear on a standardized test are, of course, quite limited in form and complexity, as the student is allocated only a minute or two to complete each one. If the intellectual processes required to solve a really complicate problem are not essentially the same as those required to solve these simpler problems, then a student prepared only to solve standardized test problems could well lack the mental preparation required to attack really hard problems. Part of my concern about this matter is that routine problems are the most amenable to solution by computer. Thus individuals equipped only with the ability to solve routine problems would be those most
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On Of course, solving famous unsolved problems in mathematics is a special calling and probably not a reasonable model for what we should expect from most of our students. As a model for evaluating whether teachers should teach to the test, we should use something more typical of the kind of everyday problems that concern us as workers or parents or citizens. But we needn't look far. The very question we are consideringShould teachers teach to the test?-strikes me as a typical example. Would the capabilities to solve problems on standardized tests enable a student to attack this problem? As stated, the problem might seem too vague. The student might well respond, "What do you mean by should?" But that is the way real problems usually confront us. Should the U.S. invade Iraq? Should I have sex? Should I smoke pot? Should I add this service or feature to my product line? Reducing these more or less vague problems to more concrete questions is a major part of the problem-solving process in the real world. We typically attack such "should" problems by analyzing the possible consequences and their relative costs and benefits. Does standardized preparation enable students to reduce a question about possible behaviors to a cost-benefit analysis? On s standardized test, all the data necessary to analyze a problem must be presented along with the problem. (Students are strongly discouraged from doing research during the test!) In contrast, for real problems, the necessary data for such an analysis are often either nonexistent, hidden, or questionable because they emanate from highly biased and conflicting sources. For the problem we are considering here, the last possibility probably applies. Education is a major economic and political activity, and you can be confident that many of the players, including test-makers, curriculum and textbook purveyors, staff development consultants, unions, politicians, the real estate industry, and even well-meaning outsiders (like me) have their own agendas or at least a bias of some sort. The research and design necessary to discover and evaluate such evidence are highly complex and error-prone and often require the use of analytical methods and an understanding of their appropriateness. What are reasonable measures of real-world problem-solving skills? Are there studies demonstrating the efficacy, relative to other activities, of standardized test preparation as a means of improving those skills? What are the data, and are they valid? There are certainly routine computational aspects to this process, but the really hard problem is to design, implement, and evaluate the process itself.
On a standardized test, the possible answers to a problem are limited and generally enumerated as a small multiple-choice list. For real problems, the list of possible outcomes is often enormous and at best partial. The discovery of these possibilities is essential to any meaningful analysis. In many cases the unanticipated and unintended consequences of an action are the ones that matter most. Could that be the case for the present question? For example, could the creation of a system intended to improve educational quality result in a population unable to think beyond the superficial? Could the unintended result be a population so intellectually incompetent that it can't recognize its own incompetence? Individuals equipped only with the ability to solve routine problems would be those most vulnerable to displacement by automation.
Every difference of opinion is not a difference of principal.
-Thomas Jefferson
For real problems, the appropriate methods of attack are not immediately obvious and may well vary greatly from those that apply to problems that seem similar. In contrast, on a standardized test, where there is no time for subtlety or deep analysis, problems are by necessity formulaic. Could an education driven standardized test scores leave students unable to understand such subtleties? For example, students in a classroom constitute a set of problems for a teacher that are superficially similar but at a deeper level radically different. Could the inability to appreciate these distinctions be another unintended consequence of teaching based on standardized tests? Consider that the pressure on teachers to "teach to the test" is more accurately described as pressure to "teach to the standardized test metrics" by which the teacher's performance is measured. Optimizing such metrics requires ignoring individual students in favor of statistical abstractions. Such an approach leads naturally to the kinds of "operations research" methods used in business, in which resources are allocated not according to the needs of individuals but according to the needs of the abstractions. Such statistical optimization leads naturally to regimentation. McDonald's ensures the quality of its products and services by precise regimentation of its processes. We now see this happening in education in the form of "scripted programs." In these programs, teaching behavior is regimented down to the exact material, timing, and wording of the instruction. Could our obsession with standardized tests reduce teaching itself to a simplistic and ultimately ineffective activity that would be amenable to automation? I see the obsession with standardized tests in Darwinian terms. We are in effect putting our kids (and their teachers!) on an isolated atoll under the evolutionary force of a strange selection process based on standardized tests. The inevitable product of this process is a species that is a custom-engineered as any carbon-based life form can be to solve trivial problems. Like most exotic species, this one is unlikely to be able to adapt to and compete in the larger world. The irony is that it is unlikely to prevail even in its chosen niche, where the fittest survivors will most likely be made of silicon.
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